Abstract
Introduction
Reducing healthcare costs, with the maintainance of patient safety and improved quality, is one of the main targets in most healthcare reform efforts. It is often difficult to decide how to achieve this goal. Eliminating unnecessary laboratory tests and procedures is one good place to start. It has been reported that approximately $6.8 billion of medical care in the United States has involved unnecessary testing and procedures that do not improve care and may even harm the patient [1] . The American Society for Clinical Pathology dedicated their April 2012 edition of Critical Values to the issue of appropriate laboratory testing, and pointed out the aim as ''right test, right patient, right time, at the right cost" [2] .
It is important to prioritise hospital-based strategies to reduce healthcare costs. ANHTA is the first hospital based Health Technology Assessment (HTA) Unit in Turkey. The unit aims to support hospital managers in evidence-based investment or disinvestment decisions regarding health technology use in the hospital. Hospital based committees, including laboratory professionals and clinicians, can define hospital based problems, which can lead to standardized approaches. Hospital based HTA units have a crucial role in working with the related professionals to facilitate an evidence-based approach in the process, which would further lead to improved quality with reduced costs.
In this study, our aim was to define and process strategies to rationalize laboratory use in Ankara Numune Training and Research Hospital (ANH) and calculate impact and potential savings in health-care costs.
Methods
A collaborative action plan was defined by the hospital managers. Joint meetings with ANHTA and laboratory chairs were set; the joint committee invited relevant staff for input, and hospital laboratory efficiency committee was created, including clinicians from internal medicine, general surgery, family medicine, emergency department and the laboratory directors of biochemistry and microbiology departments. Literature was reviewed in order to identify strategies used to improve laboratory efficiency. Strategies that would be applicable in local setting were identified for implementation, processed and impact on clinical use and costs was assessed for 12 months.
Implementations were decided and processed as detailed below:
Taking a picture about the current status and increasing the awareness 1. A hospital meeting was conducted in order to create an awareness and the doctors from various departments were informed about the appropriate use of laboratory tests. The examples of the overused tests were shared and discussed during the meetings. The impact of the laboratory costs, the potential harms of ordering an unnecessary test for a patient, the importance of increasing the clinician-laboratory interaction was emphasized.
2. A follow up procedure was planned and a laboratory use report, including mean number of ordered tests per patient and total laboratory cost of every department was prepared. Laboratory use reports were sent to the departments every month.
3. A review was performed to understand how various laboratory tests were used and whether the use was appropriate according to the guidelines or evidence provided in the literature.
Literature search about evidence based laboratory practices and identification of strategies that would be applicable in local setting 4 . Literature was reviewed in order to identify strategies used to improve laboratory efficiency and the implementations reported in the literature were listed. Although a formal systematic review was not undertaken as this was outside the scope of this study, our primary objective was to identify any relevant information related to the objective of our study. We looked for systematic reviews and health technology assessment reports as well as any trials that would provide additional information about techniques to improve laboratory use. We searched PubMed and the Cochrane Library, using "(laboratory test) AND (misuse OR overuse)" as search terms. The databases of health technology assessment agencies were manually searched for relevant references. We also searched for relevant citations from the articles we initially selected, to locate any additional studies of interest. The inclusion criteria were systematic reviews/reviews/randomized controlled trials/HTA reports (Study Design) of interventions/strategies (Intervention) to reduce the misuse or abuse of laboratory tests (Outcome) ordered by physicians in hospital settings (Population/Problem). Two researchers reviewed all relevant papers to identify different techniques and interventions to affect laboratory use and summarized their findings.
5. After the review of techniques, the barriers which can block the process during implementation and possible solutions were discussed by the committee.
Monitoring of the effects and evaluation of the economic impact 
Results
This study was run in ANH, which is in service in Ankara, Turkey since 1881. ANH is a reference hospital with great experience in research and training. It has 1200 bed capacity and service is provided by over 5000 staff. 
Search Results
The literature review through PubMed identified 251 potentially relevant articles. A filter for systematic reviews revealed 8 and a filter for reviews revealed 27 hits. 12 randomized controlled trials were also identified. A review of the Cochrane Library revealed 20 trials. No HTA report was identified through this search. The manual search of databases of HTA agencies revealed three related reports. There were 12 overlaps, which left us 58 papers. 42 papers were excluded through a first overview of titles, ending up with 2 HTA reports, 4 systematic reviews, 4 reviews, 8 randomised controlled trials and 3 non-randomised trials. Exclusion of non-relevant papers based on full reading of the papers finally left us 2 HTA reports, 2 systematic reviews, 4 reviews and 3 trials. Flow diagram and list of the included studies are given in Fig 1 and Table 1 . The findings were later discussed by the committee to identify which techniques would be implemented in the local setting.
Techniques use review results. The CADTH reports [3, 4] highlighted the utilization of computerized decision support systems observing that use of such technology improved physician prescribing behavior. One trial comparing watchful waiting rather than direct ordering of tests concluded that this was a practical approach to optimize laboratory use. Audit feedback was also presented as an appropriate strategy for limiting the use of laboratory tests. The INESSS report [5] suggested the use of Information technology (IT) for decision support algorithms, development of guidelines, modification of prescriber behaviors, and appropriate legislation. Similar use of IT was suggested by Levick et al, whereby computerized alerts (red flags) could warn the clinicians and the laboratory specialists when certain tests were ordered excessively [6] . Ferraro recommended close collaboration between the physicians ordering tests and the laboratory personnel providing the services [7] . Organizational strategies including a focus on Total Quality Management have also been presented as a method to optimize use of laboratory services. In one study, the investigators highlighted the role of administrative modifications such as limiting the availability of certain laboratory services based on their frequency, education of hospital staff, and feedback to streamline the process [8] .
Test use review results. All of the laboratory orders for a three month period were investigated in order to understand the tendencies of the clinicians which might be quite different for every hospital. Overused (ordered more commonly than expected e.g folic acid, LDH, chloride orders which have little clinical impact on clinical decision except specific patients) or misused tests (e.g. HBeAg test order for a HBsAb positive patient, TORCH (toxoplasmosis, rubella, cytomegalovirus, herpes) IgG and IgM testing for every pregnant women, preoperative hepatitis and HIV testing, free PSA testing independent from total PSA levels) were reviewed. During this review, Na-K-Chloride tests were ordered together in %98.5 of the patients, GGT-ALP-LDH tests were ordered together in 86% of the patients, total PSA and free PSA were ordered at the same time in 98% of the patients. The results of the test use review at ANH showed that major use was in internal medicine. The mean number of tests per patient was 15.8. Laboratory use differed enormously among clinics (5-28 tests per patient). The budget impact of all tests per year was 4 433 902 $. Overuse of chloride, lactate dehydrogenase, free PSA (prostate specific antigen), folic acid, hepatitis and HIV tests, and considerable variation from guideline recommendations for preoperative routine testing were observed. For example chloride was observed to be ordered as a part of Na-K-Cl electrolyte panel and was ordered for every patient who had an electrolyte testing. Free PSA was ordered independently from the total PSA level although it is known to be valuable for only the patients whose total PSA levels are within the gray zone (2-10 ng/mL). Folic acid was ordered for the majority of patients who had been tested for Vitamin B12 levels. The reason for the overuse of these tests was thought as the tendency of the clinicians to order specific tests attached to another (e.g. ordering chloride with sodium and potassium or folic acid with Vitamin B12). Clinicians were observed to use test panels which they constitute for quick pick up of the laboratory tests and these panels have thought to be a major cause of unnecessary testing for ANH. Strategies decided to be implemented based on consensus of the committee members 1. Education of the clinicians about evidence based practices [9, 10] . This strategy was implemented through hospital internal meetings.
2. Informing clinicians about the laboratory costs [11, 12] . A laboratory use report including mean number of ordered tests per patient and total laboratory cost of every department was sent to each department every month.
3. The rearrangement of the computerized test ordering page [13] . This rearrangement was performed for the tests which were detected as overused tests during the use review. Test ordering page was divided into two separate pages which were in different screens on the computer and the tests which give less information, ordered more than expected or observed to be mis-used were taken to the second page.
4. Using test panels during the test order was determined as a major problem causing overuse. Therefore, the use of the test panels was forbidden, after informing the clinicians.
5. The integration of prompting notes to the computerized test ordering page [14] . We implemented a prompting note to give information when the same test had been ordered within the previous week. 
Monitoring and impact evaluation
We started to implement the defined strategies by February 2013. The first strategy of the above was implemented in February while the rest of the strategies were implemented by March 2013. We did not follow the the impact of the strategies separately in order not to extend the following time. We aimed to obtain a maximum impact with the combination of the five strategies. The impact on laboratory use and costs were monitored with the follow up of the test numbers and impact was evaluated for the following 12 months after March 2013. There was a significant decrease in the number of the tests after the decided interventions.
All of the panels involving electrolyte testing included Na-K-Chloride tests independent from the diagnosis, although chloride test is recommended to be used in specific conditions [15] . After prohibition of the panels, the chloride test was moved to the second test ordering page, which inhibited the quick-pick of the test and a reduction of 51.3% was observed. The same strategy provided a 44.2% reduction for free PSA and 67.7% reduction for folic acid. The reason for overuse of these tests just seemed to be an ordering habit without a significant scientific reason, and separation of Cl from Na-K, folic acid from vitamin B12 and free PSA from total PSA was thought to decrease this kind of use.
A significant overuse in ordering of TORCH (IgG antibodies measured by ELISA against toxoplasmosis, rubella, cytomegalovirus, herpes) testing has been observed during the use review. Moving these tests to the second page resulted in reduction of 78.9%, 85.0% and 79.8%, respectively for IgG antibodies to cytomegalovirus, toxoplasmosis and rubella. The reason for the overuse of ELISA tests was thought to be related to insufficient medical knowledge to order and interpret the ELISA tests and further training of residents has been planned.
The total test numbers of the parameters which were moved to the second page in comparison with the previous year's numbers are given in Table 2 . Use of all of the tests which were moved to the second page decreased significantly (between 12.6-85.0%). The comparison of the sum of these tests with the previous year is demonstrated in Fig 2. The most significant decrease was observed in toxoplasmosis IgG at 85,0%. The one year impact of the study was calculated as a saving of $371 183.
Discussion
This study reflects the first results from an ongoing HTA program on appropriate test use in ANH. Our one year experience showed that a collaborative plan might have significant effects in reducing laboratory costs. Although we neither documented and quantified misuse nor formally used benchmarks, our baseline data provided clear signals of overuse of basic laboratory tests based on the literature search, also supported by variation across hospital units, giving support to our cost-containment action.
More than half of the clinical decisions have known to be influenced by laboratory results [16] . Importantly, research reporting a wide variation in laboratory testing behaviour of clinicians for similar syndromes has shown no improvement in clinical outcomes with increasing numbers of tests [17] [18] [19] [20] .
A variety of studies have been performed with the aim of appropriate use, however most of them have focused on reducing the use of a limited number of laboratory tests [21] [22] [23] [24] . The results of a similar organizational use management programme have been published recently and reported that a reduction of 26% in inpatient tests per discharge was managed during a 10-year period [13] . Our results in this study confirmed that hospital committees or organizations may provide a higher impact than focusing on a limited number of specific tests. Hospital-specific test use review is an important step to define strategies and decide on routes. It has been reported that test use behaviour and practice of medical care and tests might be different according to region and geography [25] . Our initial results showed that creating a hospital committee and performing a test use review provides important information about hospital priorities in appropriate test use and these priorities might differ in different institutions.
Our priority has been identified as prohibition of the clinician test panels because there was a wide variety between panels which can lead to overuse of the tests.
It is important to emphasize that none of the implementations included a prohibition of the laboratory test orders for the clinicians. The clinicians were free to order any of the laboratory tests. However, throughout the course of the study, we welcomed inputs from clinicians caring for patients, about their perceptions regarding the changes in the preordering format. None of them reported any difficulties with the modified system. This indirectly reiterates that many of the tests ordered were perhaps not essential in the first place. Ideally, we would have liked to assess the clinical impact of the modified system in terms of clinical outcomes such as mortality rate, morbidity rates, length of hospitalizations, requirement for enhanced monitoring etc; in order to confirm that patient care was not compromised. However, this was outside the scope of this study. It can be argued that the time of clinicians caring for patients may be increased by having to order lab tests sequentially rather than together. This could theoretically increase costs based on clinician time. However, we have not calculated costs based on this. Informal discussions with physicians suggest that they may not consider this as a limitation to reduce the number of tests ordered initially and proceeding sequentially based on individual patient requirement and test results.
In conclusion, our initial results showed that hospital-based committees including laboratory professionals and clinicians can define hospital based problems and can lead to a standardized approach to test use that can help clinicians considerably reduce laboratory costs through appropriate use of the laboratory tests. In addition, hospital based health technology assessment unit provides a structured ground for such collaborative work. 
